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V. CONCLUSION

Despite the substantial progress on overall poverty and joblessness that

the President’s economic policies have made possible over the past six years, the

great project of our Nation—extending opportunity to all—remains incomplete.

While overall central city poverty is down one-tenth (from 20.9 percent to

18.8 percent) since 1992, and while poverty has dropped among African-

Americans, Asian-Americans, and Hispanics over the past 6 years, too many

communities are waiting to share fully in the recovery. As President Clinton and

Vice President Gore have said, with so many indicators exceeding the most

optimistic expectations of years past and with so much potential growth still

within our grasp, now is the time to address the problems that remain.

America’s new urban challenge is largely defined by the struggle of

localities and regions to adapt to the enormous changes still sweeping the global

economy.  In the most extreme cases—places like East St. Louis, Illinois and Pine

Bluff, Arkansas—we find central cities kept out of the recovery along three

dimensions:  a long-run loss of people that has continued in recent years,

extremely high poverty rates for the city as a whole (not merely a few isolated

neighborhoods), and comparatively high unemployment that has fallen too little

in the past 6 years, despite the recovery.

Our forthcoming work in this series, the reports on older suburbs and

struggling parts of rural America, will extend HUD’s analysis of communities

left behind—so far—in our Nation’s unprecedented economic recovery. Later

this year, HUD will also report on key untapped markets that await investment

in the places discussed here and other communities, as well as the most

promising policy options for responding to these important challenges.

How should America respond to the new urban challenge reported in this

study? First, as the President recently urged, we must not allow the Nation’s

overall trajectory of record economic growth and vitality to distract us from the
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work that remains.  With the needed resources, struggling cities will be able to

follow the lead of the many cities that are adapting well to a changing global

economy, finding and investing in their comparative advantages (those

distinctive assets that can make each community competitive) and using the

many tools developed by community organizations and businesses, by State and

local leaders, and by the Federal Government over the last half decade.

Vice President Gore has spearheaded the Administration’s community

empowerment effort.  Chairing the Community Empowerment Board, he has led

a broad-based effort to create more jobs and link residents of distressed urban

areas to job growth. Furthermore, the Vice President has personally visited a

great number of Federal Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities.

The Vice President has placed a special emphasis in recent years on connecting

distressed neighborhoods to the wider regional economies—an evolution seen in

the latest round of Empowerment Zones.  All of the new Zones have made

connections to the regional economy a central pillar of their strategies for turning

around pockets of poverty, and more than a third of the new Zones are actually

multi-jurisdictional.

Beyond the Zones, though, the Clinton-Gore Administration’s agenda for

cities and metropolitan regions has been aggressive and multi-dimensional.  It

has included a strengthened Community Reinvestment Act, the Community

Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) Fund, the Continuum of Care to fight

homelessness, HOPE VI to redevelop public housing, more Affordable Housing

Vouchers to meet worst case housing needs, the Brownfields Initiative, Youth

Opportunity Areas, an expanded Earned Income Tax Credit, and the Economic

Development Initiative, to name a few.

Just last year, the Administration, working with Congress, created the

new Access to Jobs initiative that ensures the transportation links that job seekers

in cities need to reach job-rich suburbs and to enact the boldest reform of public

housing in decades, ensuring that housing assistance will promote, and not

undermine, work.  Congress also agreed to renew all rental housing subsidies

for poor families—a key to promoting self-sufficiency—and Congress approved
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funding requested by the Administration for  50,000 housing vouchers to assist

families moving from welfare to work, after a four-year freeze on new housing

assistance.  In addition, President Clinton requested and Congress approved:

increased FHA loan limits to enable more American families to enjoy the

benefits of homeownership; fifteen new Empowerment Zones and the

Brownfields Initiative; and increased funding for assistance to combat

homelessness, as well as funding to expand enforcement of our Nation’s fair

housing laws as part of President Clinton’s One America initiative.

Working together, Congress and the Administration have achieved a

number of successes, but there is far more work to be done, and Administration

proposals to be enacted, to secure the future health of our cities.  Last year’s $400

million request for the Community Empowerment Fund program to promote

jobs in distressed areas was funded at just $35 million.  Congress also chose not

to expand the Low Income Housing Tax Credit—an Administration proposal

with broad bipartisan support, the expansion would have produced an

additional 90,000 to 150,000 affordable rental units each year.  A request for

34,000 rental housing vouchers to help homeless families make the transition to

work and stability also went unfunded.

The Clinton-Gore Administration’s FY2000 budget initiatives—now

before the Congress—would contribute enormously to the economic

revitalization of places thus far left behind.  Key proposals, if enacted, would

bring new energy to cities, older suburbs, and struggling rural communities, for

example:  a bold and highly innovative New Markets Initiative focused on

expanding private investment in business development in low and moderate

income areas through America’s Private Investment Companies, New Markets

Venture Companies, and other proposals linked to the New Markets Tax

Credit; a 21st Century Policing Initiative; the Vice President’s Livability

Agenda—including Better America Bonds to clean up more brownfields, a

linked tax credit, and Regional Connections to promote smart growth strategies

that curb urban disinvestment and help sprawling areas to grow in more

sustainable ways; 10-year funding for the new Empowerment Zones and a new
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Regional Empowerment Zone Initiative; a Redevelopment of Abandoned

Buildings program to clear the worst blight and replace it with vital housing

and businesses; a multi-agency Youth Initiative—with anti-drug diversion

activities, expanded youth opportunity areas, and more; School Modernization

Bonds and Qualified Zone Academy Bonds to equip children and youth for the

21st century economy; and to provide housing affordable to working families, a

re-proposed expansion of the Low Income Housing Tax Credit.  As a necessary

next step to last year’s increase in loan limit authority, the Administration’s FY

2000 budget request proposes an increase in the volume cap on FHA-insured

mortgages to increase access to affordable homeownership, particularly for the

biggest emerging market groups—city dwellers, racial and ethnic minorities,

and immigrant families.  We know what will make a difference—now is the time

to act on these important and timely proposals.

We should recognize that many of our still struggling cities have

competitive advantages and substantial assets.  Along with struggling rural

communities and older suburbs, these places are ripe for investment.  They

represent America’s most important emerging markets—markets reflected in

locally unmet consumer demand, underutilized labor resources, and

developable, well-located land that is rich in infrastructure.  HUD’s forthcoming

work on untapped markets will highlight those assets and outline the ways that

private, public, and nonprofit local leaders can work together, with enhanced

tools but not top-down mandates from the Federal Government, to respond to

the new challenges and to seize the many opportunities offered by a rapidly

changing global marketplace.  Since we must  act, we cannot afford to ignore

either the challenges or the opportunities that lie ahead.
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